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Remembering John B. MorrillJohn B. Morrill, Emeritus Professor of Biology of New College of
Florida, died August 9th in Sarasota, Florida where he taught for over
40 years. John felt that itwasa callingandaprivilege to educate students
in the best traditions of the liberal arts, and New College was his chosen
stage. While the vast majority of scientists with his keen intellect,
boundless curiosity, and unparalleled energy would have opted for the
bright lights, attention, and rewards of a career at a major university,
Johnwas fully committed to the lofty, idealistic goals of NewCollege. He
was a truly remarkable educator, and those of us fortunate enough to be
known as being one of “John's kids”miss him deeply.
It is difﬁcult to identify and communicate a representative
snapshot of John, as complex and multi-layered as he clearly was.
There are the quantiﬁable aspects of his professional life, detailed
elsewhere (http://www.ncf.edu/news/?p=6071), recounting how he
completed his undergraduate work at Grinnell College, and a Master's
degree in botany from Iowa State, before undertaking his doctoral
work at Florida State University. However, it was when John joined
New College in 1967–a rebellious spirit joining a rebellious and
ambitious new liberal arts college at a particularly combustible period
in the history of the United States–that he truly found his niche. In the
freedom of New College, John could embrace the many callings and
missions that gave him satisfaction.
First there was John the environmentalist—John was pivotal in
establishing and running the Environmental Studies Program at New
College. He taught generations of idealistic and committed under-
graduates how to become focused and hard-nosed academic
scientists, while at the same time teaching them how to navigate
local and state politics, and deal with developers, environmental
lawyers, and the public.
Then there was John the developmental biologist—nudging
unsuspecting students in his cell and developmental biology classes
to come and take a look at some sea urchin embryos, or embryos of the
pulmonate snail Lymnaea palustris, as they developed in a dish. Those
who looked and left did not interest John. Those who asked a single
question, on the other hand, were (unknowingly) hooked for life, as
John would almost never answer even the most direct and simple
question. What he would do, however, was to comment on what an
interesting question the student had raised, and then proceed to
dump volumes of journals and textbooks on one's lap with the
encouragement that the answers might be revealed to those who
were willing to stand on the shoulders of those who preceded them in
science. Of course, as soon as one had actually read up on the subject
then John would proclaim that a careful examination of the past
research would reveal inﬁnite and glaring oversights so one should
really just do the proper experiments and answer the question for
yourself. Thus were born John's kids.
Within the conﬁnes of New College John's kids were easily
identiﬁed since they were sequestered in the lab all hours of thedoi:10.1016/j.ydbio.2010.08.039day and night, resulting in an unhealthy pallor despite living in sunny
Florida. Small numbers could be found congregating around John very
late at night, which was John's preferred stage for training under-
graduates. With few resources other than a blackboard and a
microscope, he would weave a student's simple observations and
questions into a grand scientiﬁc adventure, and an irresistible
opportunity to challenge the dogma of the day (did I not say that
the college was born in and of the '60s?).
Outside of New College, at meetings of the Society for Develop-
mental Biology or the American Society for Cell Biology, John's kids
were also easily identiﬁed, primarily by nervously following behind
John as he moved among the posters, greeting friends, challenging
random students who were presenting data, and above all, introduc-
ing his students to anyone and everyone. He never neglected to
mention that despite the high ideals and aspirations of science, in the
end it was conducted by people, someeting them, and learning to deal
with their strengths and weaknesses, became part of one's training
with John.
John took care of his academic kids—he paid for most of them, out of
his own pocket, to attend conferences. He did this not just occasionally,
but formultiple students per year for decades—easily spending large sums
that could have gone to more personal uses. On one occasion, as I was
telling John that I would take a quarter off from school to work for tuition
money, he surprised me with an overnight appointment as the paid
teaching assistant for a class of three students. In hindsight, I doubt that
my salary ever showedon the college's budget, but I never asked, and I did
soon graduate. If John paid for this contrived position, I hope that at least I
was tax-deductible.
John's true calling was to become one of the outstanding educators
in America (for which he was honored in 1969 and 1974), over-
shadowing his signiﬁcant contributions as an effective regional
environmentalist and classical developmental biologist. He could be
a terror to work with, and he traumatized many a student who could
not think quickly enough on his or her feet. Those of us who enjoyed
sparring with John look back with fondness and with thanks for
challenging us on a daily basis. John was electricity incarnate and we
greatly miss him, and his energy. I only hope that we will be able to
carefully harness some of this energy that John imparted to us, and to
pass it on to our students, and that they will pass it on to their
students.
Randall T. Moon
Seattle, USA.
Fax: +1 206 543 0858.
E-mail address: rtmoon@u.washington.edu.
31 August 2010
